ABSTRACT AIM -This research contributes to highlighting social work assessment of family situations with underage alcohol consumption and abuse. The comparative study invites reflection on the main features influencing an initial approach to adolescent problematic alcohol consumption outside specialised addiction services. DESIGN -The study is based on a cross-national comparison. A questionnaire including a vignette story of a young girl ("Nadja") and her family was submitted to thirty-five social workers employed in public social services in Stockholm, Malmö (Sweden), and Genoa (Italy). The participants were then invited to focus groups to discuss the main features that had emerged in the assessments. RESULTS -Results show significant variations between Italian and Swedish social workers' assessments. Italian social workers are in general more concerned and interventionist than are their Swedish colleagues. Swedish social workers tend to intervene less, assuming that Nadja's consumption is "normal" teenage behaviour, while the Italian social workers, less accustomed to considering such behaviour as common, are more worried and prone to intervene immediately, in particular when Nadja is found drunk in the city centre. CON-CLUSION -The assessment proposed by public social workers appears to be informed by cultural understandings of alcohol consumption which permeate and reveal predominant tendencies in the two groups of professionals. Moreover, in Italy the social service mandate appears to be fragmented among different service units, whereas Swedish social workers operate within a broad welfare system that allocates specific resources for adolescent alcohol consumers. Further elements influencing the assessment are found in the legislative framework and consequently in the different practices and perspectives of intervention social workers assume in Sweden and Italy.
Introduction
Alcohol habits are a major social and public health concern. Adolescents in Europe experience alcohol use at an early age, and often this behaviour is perceived as problematic because of its health and social consequences (Rolando & Katainen, 2014) .
This has obvious repercussions on professionals working with families in public social services, in particular when the problem of alcohol consumption is not the central focus of intervention.
Assessment in social services units on children and families is recognised as a difficult task, as uncertainty, conflict and indeterminacy are present in every human situation. Professional practice with at-risk youth is highly charged and especially controversial, for professionals must try to balance a number of potentially competing interests: the child's interests, those of the family and those of the state which intervenes on their behalf (Dominelli, 2004) . This study elaborates from previous research on assessment in the Nordic countries (Blomberg et al., 2012) , successively extended to Italy (Guidi, Meeuwisse, & Scaramuzzino, 2014) , and analyses and compares Italian and Swedish social workers' responses to a given vignette case study on underage alcohol consumption.
Our goal is to explore social workers' assessment and perspectives of intervention on underage alcohol consumption by analysing their practices and attitudes emerging from responses to the administered case study. Responses here concern primarily the answers social workers provided to the questionnaire and during the subsequent focus groups. As practices we understand the set of interventions that social workers are or are not willing to implement when confronted with the case study. Attitudes, for the purpose of this paper, are confined to social workers' affective, cognitive and behavioural stances (Haddock & Maio, 2007) toward underage alcohol consumption, which resonate in their responses to the given vignette.
The main hypothesis of the study is that drinking cultures and their socialisation processes primarily influence social workers' practices and attitudes toward underage alcohol consumption. Our hypothesis implies that social workers socialised in a particular drinking culture embed certain aspects of it in their professional life, hence influencing their judgement of a given case as a social work case, the risks they associate with drunken teenagers and their role in the assessment process, and finally the types of intervention envisioned. We are aware of other factors able to significantly influence social work practice in the current scenario, besides the drinking culture. This is why together with an overview of the traditional drinking models and of the European School Survey Project on Alcohol and Other Drugs (ESPAD) data (Hibell et al., 2009 (Hibell et al., , 2012 The paper presents a contextual overview divided into four sections. First, the traditional drinking models characterising Italy and Sweden are presented. Second, data concerning the last ESPAD survey (Hibell et al., 2012) are presented and discussed. In this section we aim to emphasise the coherence between the general drinking culture and underage alcohol consumption. Third, we shall provide insights into the respective national policies on alcohol, which both influence and are influenced by the particular drinking culture. The contextual overview concludes with a brief survey of the different welfare models and child protection systems. Importantly, this helps to situate the social workers involved in this project within their organisational framework. They all work in non-specialised services: their primary professional focus covers child protection assessment tools and legislation rather than underage alcohol consumption as such. We will then proceed to a methodological discussion on the use of cross-national research methods followed by a presentation of the vignette and by the results. The paper ends by underlining plausible conclusions with an analysis of the results.
Patterns of alcohol consumption in Italy and Sweden
The mainstream approach to comparative cross-national research traditionally refers to countries. Even if the risks inherent in this approach are those of promoting stereotypical views, a contextual delimitation appears to be a necessary step in the process of comparing two realities. An alternative is, however, to account for geographies as a component of comparisons, defined as places characterised by a certain mixture of inhabitants, and historical, institutional, political and normative factors (Sulkunen, 2013 ). Yet, the aim of this paper -comparing professionals' practices and attitudes toward underage alcohol consumption by referring to social workers' assessment within a given case study -requires a country-based comparison. This is in order to provide a general framework that, even if ideal-typical, can enhance the reader's ability to contextualise the findings of this research.
The traditional Italian drinking model, an example of so-called Mediterranean drinking cultures, is highly characterised by daily consumption of alcoholic beverages, mainly wine during meals. In this culture, alcohol is intrinsically related to the Catholic tradition and to the cycle of the cultivation of wine (Beccaria & Sande, 2003) . Even though a drastic distinction between the medical, nutritional and intoxicant purposes of alcohol consumption is hardly addressable (Mäkelä, 1983) consumed with intoxication in mind (see Mäkelä, 1983; Beccaria & Sande, 2003; Järvinen & Room, 2007; Beccaria & Prina, 2010) , emphasising how "the Scandinavians vacillate between Dionysian acceptance and ascetic condemnation of drunkenness" (Mäkelä, 1983, p. 27) . So in this sense it is possible to speak about an opposition of nutritional versus recreational understandings of alcohol (Mäkelä, 1983) , even though such an oversimplification can only account for an ideal-typical description of these two traditional drinking models. Furthermore, it has to be stressed that these ideal-typical models are showing signs of change, increasingly occurring as hybrids, as mixtures of the two distinct models (Beccaria & Sande, 2003; Järvinen & Room, 2007; Beccaria & Prina, 2010) . A sign in this direction is, for instance, the fact that the best-selling alcoholic beverage in Sweden is nowadays wine, which comprises almost 50% of total registered sales (Østhus, 2012) .
Underage drinking habits
Narrowing our focus to youth and to underage teenagers in particular, it appears that historically in the Mediterranean culture young people have tried alcoholic beverages (mainly wine) when still extremely young (11-12) at home, under the supervision of their family members.
Even though this traditional approach toward alcohol still maintains a certain position in the Italian drinking culture, signs of change are easily detectable (Beccaria & Sande, 2003 , Järvinen & Room, 2007 , Beccaria & Prina, 2010 . Nonetheless, Järvinen and Room (2007) and Beccaria and Prina (2010) Meanwhile, Swedish youth maintain an approach toward alcohol typically ascribable to the Nordic drinking culture, with a "late" debut as compared with their Italian peers, fewer drinking occasions, yet more alcohol consumed once drinking occurs (Hibell et al., 2012) .
However, Beccaria and Prina (2010) among others, as well as the reading of the ESPAD survey 2011, provide an understanding of current youth drinking patterns of the two countries which is in line with the traditional drinking models of belonging. In this sense alarmism on a more Nordic approach to alcohol among the Italian youth seems to be questionable (Beccaria & Prina, 2010) . In a recent study examining the image of alcoholism in individualistic and collectivistic geographies, Sara Rolando and Anu Katainen (2014) argue that Italian youngsters present a certain resistance against getting drunk as compared with their Finnish peers. A similar conclusion emerges from the exploration of alcohol socialisation processes provided by Rolando et al. (2012) , where underage Italians display an unambiguous relation to alcohol consumption: moderate consumption is not only tolerated but socially encouraged.
Comparing the ESPAD report in 2011 (Hibell et al., 2012) with the ESPAD survey from 2007 (Hibell et al., 2009) In the Italian system, the legal age of access to alcoholic products is eighteen (Art.
14-ter, L. 30 March 2001, n. 125). However, despite legal restrictions, the perceived availability of alcoholic beverages remains high in both countries (Eurobarometer, 2011) , with 80% of respondents acknowledging very easy access to the substance. While Italy and Sweden have different legal measures regarding alcohol supply and provisions, based on different cultural and legal assumptions, the perception of youth in both countries is that alcohol is easily accessible. This is also congruent with European data, as in a survey conducted by the Gallup Organisation, only 6% of 15-18-year-olds involved in alcohol use considered it impossible, very difficult or fairly difficult to pursue alcoholic beverages (Eurobarometer, 2011, p. 10) . In a nutshell, then, despite different alcohol policies, youth in both countries perceived the availability of alcoholic beverages as high.
Brief overview of welfare models and child protection systems in Italy and Sweden
As highlighted by Walter Lorenz (1994) by Lorenz (1994) . This model is characterised by high levels of social worker employment in public services, with a relatively higher status and power compared with social workers in other welfare systems (Meeuwisse & Swärd, 2007) .
Both Italy and Sweden have a decentralised system of welfare service provision (Scaramuzzino, 2012) in that the municipal level is responsible for the delivery of (Villadsen, 2007; Lundquist, 2010) .
As for child protection services, the Italian system is mainly ruled by Civil Code articles dealing with parental duties and responsibilities. In the 1990s, the system was implemented through rules and functions in collaboration with public social services, third-sector actors, families and the juvenile courts (Bertotti & Campanini, 2012) . Families with children and youth from zero to eighteen years old are consid- is decided upon by a local administrative court. In the case of youth antisocial behaviour, state care can last until the age of twenty-one (Ponnert, 2012) . 
Cross-national comparative approaches
Our research is a cross-national comparative qualitative study. Whether cross-national social research constitutes a legitimate set of methods in its own right or is merely a manifestation of more general issues in the field (Hantrais & Mangen, 1999) , we define the study as cross-national comparative qualitative research aimed to enhance professional knowledge of underage alcohol consumption and related interventions in non-specialised services.
However, the use of such a definition raises another methodological problem: how is the concept of cross-national comparative research methodologically addressed and defined in this paper? Our methodological framework is the so-called societal approach, which tries to overcome the limits of both universalist and culturalist approaches. Universalist approaches claim that the core of every phenomenon is to be found in the universal characteristics (Hantrais, 1999, p. 95) .
We stand for a societal approach aimed at considering phenomena in their sys- In research on assessment, the vignette method is used in particular in cross-national comparisons (Brunnberg & Pecnik, 2007; Grinde, 2007) . The debate over the use of vignettes in exploring social phenomena has a long history in the social sciences, and vignettes are used in a variety of fields: psychology, sociology, business, anthropology and health sciences.
Many scholars argue that vignettes are an efficient and effective way of collecting data about how people would act in situations that are outside the purview of other methods, while others argue that vignettes may fail to capture important details of social experiences (Collett & Childs, 2011) .
From a methodological point of view, the vignette method has countless advantages in exploring the professionals' social and ethical dilemmas and could also be used to highlight the evaluation and reflective practices of professionals who are faced with a certain type of situation (Mangen, 1999; Wilks, 2004) . 
Assessment results of Nadja's vignette
This vignette, created for a previous comparative study in the Nordic countries (Blomberg et al., 2012) , was accurately reproduced for the Italian context through a comparative research extension and taking into account the different welfare state systems (Guidi, Meeuwisse, & Scaramuzzino, 2014) . For Italian social workers, police intervention and referral are interpreted as "anoth- Our results show that the implementation of a competent social work assessment of underage alcohol consumption in public non-specialised social services in order to prevent abuse or to intervene promptly requires that specific drinking cultures (Rolando & Katainen, 2014) and their socialisation processes be taken into account.
Moreover, the high possibility that families who are referred to child welfare services present substance abuse problems (Bliss & Pecukonis, 2014) demonstrates that a competent social service assessment needs to look at the alcohol consumption issue specifically. Assessment education and practice need to be oriented to considering alcohol consumption habits critically and to understanding the significance attributed to alcohol consumption by underage individuals and their families.
We have identified three main areas for future research and to strengthen our findings. First, as has emerged in ESPAD data (Hibell et al., 2012) , Italian adolescents experience less alcohol intoxication than do their Swedish counterparts; and, in particular, in Sweden, young females consume more alcohol than their male peers, whereas in Italy it is the males that drink more. An important issue that could be considered for further research is related to the degree of homogeneity among sexes. Finally, in order to further explore the familiarity hypothesis (Koski-Jännes et al., 2012) , it would be interesting to examine social workers' assessment of a similar adolescent case with a focus on substances other than alcohol, such as marijuana.
